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A Study of Hebrews 6:4-8
By

HERBERT H. HOHBNSTEIN

THE PASSAGE IN THE GENERAL SETrlNG
OF THE WHOLE EPISTLE

ANY effort to determine the relationship of this passage to the
£\. entire q,isde must necessarily consider both the occasion
and the purpose of the letter. There is one outstanding
tbcmc, the fin:ility and perfection of the Christian religion. Christ,
God's Son, has come down to give the climactic and clearest revelation of the God in whose bosom He bas lain and to redeem mankind
t0 this God whom He reveals. He who would hear this final
Word of God must hear it in the Son. Not to listen is to die. Yes,
to grow cold in attention to that Word is dangerous, and if such
a habit is not corrected, it can become fatal to that faith which
alone maintains men in the right covenant relationship with God.
It is just this apostasy which seems to have threatened this
lcatr's addressees. That is shown by the repeated warnings
against unbelief, indifference, coldness, laxity in faith and faithfulness, which fall like hammer blows again and again throughout
the entire letter (3:6; 3:14; 4:4; 10:23; 12:1; 12:3).
The peril of apostasy under the streSS of persecution . . . indi!ettnce as to Christian faith ..• a sense of dis:lppointment at
the failure of the promises to reach fulfillment . . . the wearing
our of the first enthusiasm. . . . For these and other reasons,
sluggishness and indifference were creeping into the church, and
a stirring declaration of the folly and the peril of such decline
was urgently demanded.
The purpose of Hebrews was thus above all things a practical
purpose. The cold and indifferent among those to whom this
Christian leader wrires, must be shamed out of their torpor and
neglect, and roused to a new consciousness of the uanscendent
worth of that which they still possessed, but were lilcely to lose.
this, and not their theological insuuaion, or adjustment to the
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downfall of Judaism, is the idea which domiDlltcS every pm of
the letter, and it is this that explains the fact that admonition
and pmaicnl exhortation arc so consr:mdy interwoven with reaching in the epistle. Hebrews is thus ro be understood nor as •
treatise upon the relation of ChristillDity to Judaism ... but a
:in imp:issioncd omtion, wholly centered upon recalling ro steadfast devotion to Christ weary :ind wavering disciplcs.1
Viewed in such a light, the p3553ge under study and chapter

10:26-31 become the two most incisive warnings against the peril
of apostasy and its fatal fruit of death beyond recall. For it is by
portraying such a possible fall in such ghastly colors that the writer
hopes to rouse the listless readers of his letter from their dullness
and to inspire them ro press forward away from the bl:ick pit of
unbelief.
THE PASSAGE IN ITS IMMEDIATE CONTEXT

From chapter 4: 14 through chapter 7 the writer develops me
theme "Jesus the Great High Priest, His Person and Superiority."
It would seem. then, that 5:11-6:20 is an extended exhort1tioo
to faith in, and faithfulness to, Jesus, the High Priest. We might
consider 6:4-8 as the climactic warning of this larger exhortatol)'
section. From 4:14-5:7 the writer mkes great pains to bring
our the surpassing greatness of Jesus as the perfect High Priest.
He would like to develop the thought to an even greater degree,
but he feels that it is impossible because of the dullness and me
spiritual immaturity of his readers ( 5: 11-14).

This Jack of faith requires immediate remedial action. So it is
that in a manner characteristic of the whole epistle, the writer
ceases to teach and begins to warn and encourage.
He bids them. therefore, dismiss for the present the subjcas
which had engaged their attention when they were catechumeos
(6:1-3) .... It was not his present purpose-it ought tO be
quire unnecessary now- to remind them once more of such
rudimentary truths as the cillfe.r:cnce between faith and works; the
distinction between Jewish ablutions and Christian Baptism;
the meaning of imposition of hllDds; the truths of the resumction of the body and the sentence of the world to come. 'Ibey
could not need such teachings u this-unless, indeed, they weie
in danger of aposwy. Of the peril of such aposrasy he gives them
the most solemn waming.2
https://scholar.csl.edu/ctm/vol27/iss1/32
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Not only does the writer make it known that he will not "lay
another foundation" of the beginnings of faith, he also states that
such an act is impossible if this immaturity leads to apostaSy.
"The connection between this passage and the foregoing, therefore, is that to rest content with their present elementary hold upon
the Christian truth is to have an inadequate grasp of it· the force
of temptation is so strong that this rudimentary acquaintance with
it will not prevent them from falling away all together, and the
one thing to ensure their religious position is to see the full meaning of what Jesus is and does.'' 3
The verses immediately following 6:4-8 present a decided conrrast to the stern warning of vv. 4-8. The writer simply cannot
bring himself to believe that those to whom he writes have fallen
inro such a fate. "Therefore he hastens to assure them that he
cherishes hopeful thoughts of their present and future state, calling
his them, in
solitary instance, 'beloved,' as if to make amends for
the severity of his rebuke, and declaring that he fully expects to
see realized in their experience the better alternative of the foregoing contrast- fruitfulness connected with, leading up to, salvation-instead of the cursing and perdition appointed for the
land that bears only thorns and thistles." 4
It must be remembered, then, that the writer does not accuse
the Hebrew Christians of the apostasy which he here depicts. His
v.'Ofds are intended solely as a solemn warning against this very
fall which be describes. For it is by this warning that he hopes to
suengthcn his readers' drooping hands and weary knees.

A

STUDY OF THE PASSAGB ITSELF

For it is impossible to restore again to repentance those who have
once been enlightened and have tasted of the heavenly gift and
sharers
have become
of the Holy Ghost 1111d have tasted the sweet
Gospel of God and the powers of the age to come and have fallen
away, since they are crucifying to their own hurt the Son of God
and are holding Him up t0 public shame. For land which has
clnmk in the rain that frequently falls upon it and bears fruit
pmfirable to those for whose sake it is tilled receives a blessing
from God. Bue should it bring forth thorns and thistles, it is
ttjeaed and near a curse, and irs fate is fiery desuuaion.
Published by Scholarly Resources from Concordia Seminary, 1956
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V. 4, yap. The word probably indicates that the wricer•s rasoa
for neglecting the foundation matters of faith will now be given.
'A&uvatov, "impossible!" The subject is dvaxaLvit£Lv in v. 6. The
same word with the same strong emphasis is used by our Lord in
Matt. 19:26 and in Mark 10:27. Standing at the beginning of the
sentence, the word is singularly impressive.
writer The
desires to
have his readers realize immediately the absolute and irrevocable
apostasy he is about to describe. This is the key word of the entire
passage. This is the word that creates the problem of interprcra•
tion. If its meaning could be legitimately toned down to "clifficulr,•
or "relatively impossible," the problem would, to a great CXlellr,
disappear. On must translate: "It is impossible to renew tO repentance those who have once been enlightened, etc."
The question naturally arises: "Docs the writer exclude emi
the power of God to restore repentance in the hearts of those
whom he is about to describe?" The answer to this question will
depend upon whether or not this passage should be taken as
a parallel description of the unpardonable sin as it is presented
in Matt.12:31,32; Mark3:22-30; Luke12:10. For if Heb.6:4-8
is another picture of the sin against the Spirit, then the sin can
never be pardoned. I shall discuss this problem more fully a little
later. One point ought to be remembered, however. God's pov.w
is unbounded (Matt. 19:26; Mark 10:27; Gen.18:14; Job42:2).
And, if He so willed, chat limitless power could be applied in the
case of these apostate Christians. The miracle of rebirth coNIJ take
place again, but whether or not it will depends upon the patience
of Him whose power is unbounded .
..Ana; , "once," perhaps in this context, "once for all!" 1be
word, as it is used in the epistle (9:7; 9:26; 9:27f.; 10:2; 12:26£.)
seems to mark the completeness, the all-sufficiency, of the accioa
which it modifies. In a remOte way, the word might be taken with
the following three participles.
Toi,; cpc.ottoftvt~, "those who have been enlightened." Gram•
matically,
this and the next three participles are the object of
dvaxaLv(t£Lv in v. 6. Westcott feels that this consauction is intcn·
tional. 'The objea is placed before the verb in order to fix atten·
tion upon the variety and greatness of the gifts which have been
received and thrown away." G Does the word a: it is used here
https://scholar.csl.edu/ctm/vol27/iss1/32
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refer to the fact of conversion or to the act of Baptism? Probably
"chose who have been enlightened" and "have fallen away" are
the same as those who "sin willfully" after receiving "the knowledge of truth" and for whom there consequently "remaineth no
more saaifice for sins" (10:26). If this is true, then qx.i>1:LaOivra~
\\-ould probably refer to the "enlightened," the "converted," rather
than to rhe "baptized."
The word is frequently employed in both the Old and the New

Testaments (ls. 60:1; 60:19; Micah 7:8; 1 Cor. 4 :5; Eph. 1:18;
3:9i 5:14i 2Tim. l:10), and throughout it apparently designares
Wt aa of God by which He enlightens men with the revelation of
His redemption in Christ. One also is reminded in this connection
of 1 John 1:5 where the Apostle tells us that "God is Light."
Might we not say, therefore, that to be enlightened is to be filled
widi God Himself?
He who is enlightened is also enlivened. Compare John 1 :4 and
Ps. 36:9. The Incarnate Life is also the Light by which men come
ro sec their own guilt, while at the same time they view the glory
of a merciful God busily removing that guilt in the torments of His
Son's Passion and the triumph of His resurrection. Light and life
go rogether even as darkness and death. Conversion, therefore, is
more th:in the enlightenment of a mind whose thoughts are misdircctm toward the devil's dark world of deception and death.
Convenion is not merely the setting straight of a misguided mind.
Conversion is the resurrection of a corpse.
Anocher view contends that the word is probably a reference to
Oiristian Baptism. "Die altk.irchliche Auslegung bezieht qx.t>na&i.v~ (die 1!.,l,meh111ng 6:4; 10:32) seit Justin auf die Taufe." 0
Justin himself designates Christian enlightenment as a "lusttal
which he directly applies to Baptism (Apology I
ab:ath,"
term
61.65). Though it is certainly possible that the writer of Hebrews
had in mind the act of Baptism, such does not nppear to be the case.
In the fint place such an interpretation of the word is rather
foreign to its general Scriptural usage. The LXX employs q,codtco
in the sense of "teaching," or "giving instruction" (Judg.13:8;
2Kings 12:2). And in the New Testament the baptismal view
Keil maintains: "Dieser Sprachgebrauch
definitelacb
evidence.
[to translate cpon£t;co for "baptize"] ist dem Neuen Testament
Published by Scholarly Resources from Concordia Seminary, 1956
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frcmd."' Farrar (p. 383) also points out that the baptismal incupremtion for qxonaOivta~ was not common before its use in the
passage before us and is therefore derived from its apparmr
meaning in Heb. 6:4.
The baptismal view had its serious repercussions in the eul7
church. Both Montanists nnd Nov:uinns sei2ed upon this passl&'
to justify their position of a demand for excommunication upon
those who fell into grievous postbaptismnl sins. For was it DOC
"impossible to renew to repentance those who had once been baptized" after they had, perhaps, disavowed Christ in a moment of
severe torture, in the pains of persecution?
The use of the aorist in this and the following three participles
is significant. It seems to imply a certain definite finality in the
events described. Also note the passive voice. This "enlighten·
ment," whether it be conversion or Baptism, is God's aa. It is in
God's light, not his own, that man sees light (Ps. 36:9). There
is no self-achievement here, no finding of knowledge by human
power or pursuit. He who is "enlightened" is found by the Truth,
and therefore should regard himself as one of the privileged poor,
the illiterate bankrupts whom the Father has chosen to illumine
(Matt.11:27).
r£\laaµtvou; 'tE 'tij; 5wet
, ci 'tij; i noueav[ou, "and have msted of
the heavenly gift." To "taste the gift from heaven" is to possess
it and to ax,pnimee it in the fullness of its sweet and saving powu.
Compare 2:9, where Jesus is said to have "rasted death in behalf
of everyone." Tasting the heavenly gift, then, involves much more
than a passing touch of its blessing. It involves much more than
just "catching the crumbs" which happen to "fall from the Master's
table," the "leftovers" of His meat of mercy and love. Tasting the
gift implies a happy and hearty feast upon that "living Bread which
has a>m.e down from heaven." Cf. John 6:50-55. This is a keenly
conscious tasting of the sweemess of the Lord's grace ( 1 Peter 2:3 ).
The correlation of the four participles is not easily determined,
Is there co-ordination here or subordination? Arc the last three
participles to be taken as a further description of the first, or are

they intrOducing new and separate facts of Christian experience?
It is difficult to say. The meaning of the passage is not pdy
https://scholar.csl.edu/ctm/vol27/iss1/32
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alcmd if one adopts any of the three possibilities suggested by
Bishop Westcott (p.147).
~ heavenly gift!" What does it signify? Buechsel in Kil1ol
comment on the word: "In &c.oeeci liegt im

mam the following

N. T. immer die Goade Gottes. • • • Es findet sich ... im N. T.
immer wn der Gabe, die Gott bzw Christus den Menschen gibt." 8
If we examine the word in the context of the epistle (5:1; 8:3;
9:9), we discover that it is used t0 describe the sacrificial gift
which the priests of the Lord offered to at0ne for their own sins
ml for the sins of the people. Also in 11:4 the word &weot;
scans to be parallel with the word iualavI again indicating the
dose relationship between &.oeeci or M>eov and -Oua[a that existed
in the writer's mind. Possibly for this reason Bauer proposes
"Opfcrpbe" for &c.oeea in 6:4.0 Certainly, in the context of the

epistle, this "Opfergabe" might be Christ Himself.
If ooe is inclined t0 move in the thought world of John, then
&oQECi bas definite ovenones of the Johannine concept of life.
Here, too, one recalls that it is Jesus Himself who is God's gift
of life to men (John3:16; 4:10; 6:32f.; 14:6). If it is meant
in this sense, then "tasting the heavenly gift" and "being enlightmed" would be practically the same experience.
In the Book of Aas the "heavenly gift" is the Holy Ghost
(2:23; 8:20; 10:45; 11:17). The whole New Testament consistaitly asserts that it is the Spirit who gives life. Syllogistically
speaking, we could say: "Apart from the Spirit no man can confess
Jesus as Lord (1 Cor.12:3). Therefore apart from the Spirit there
is ao life, for Jesus is 1ho Life." That makes the gift of heavenly
life and the Spirit inseparable. The gift is life, the Giver is the
Spirit, and, in a sense, the "Father of lights, from .whom comes
down every good and perfect gift" (James 1: 17). Thus, t0 "wte
me heavenly gift" involves a deeply absorbing experience with the
Trinity iuelf. The "heavenly gift" is God Himself in the person
of Ouist descending upon His sin-ruined creation tO effect its
re-creation. And it is all a gi/1, "not of works, lest any man should
bout" (Eph.2:8, where God's gift equals salvation).
This gift of God is characterized as being Tij; btoueavtou.
Acmrding tO Bauer (pp. 508, 509) 1 the word has tw0 basic .ideas:
( 1) -rhat which is found ;,, heaven or is realized or tabs place
Published by Scholarly Resources from Concordia Seminary, 1956
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in heaven!" ( 2) "Things that possess characteristics of heaven,
heavenly things!" The latter is the meaning Bauer prefers in the
passage before us. He conuasrs inoueuvto; with bdyEtct in
John 3: 12. Thus, "heavenly" describes that which is of the Spirir,
that which is uVO>Osv, in contradistinction to that which is of
the flesh.
If we look at the word in the context of the letter (3:1; 8:5;
9: 23), we discover that the author employs it to portray realities
that belong to the eternal world, in conuast to that visible creation
which is in chained subjection to the change of time and the corruption of death. It is a word that sers forth the things that are
of God and therefore imperishable. Therefore that which is
bouea,,to- might also be regarded as dA1]0LY6;. It is genuine; it
smnds; it endures. Ir is reality in its fullest sense. He who "WtCS
the heavenly gift" has become a 3£\J'tEeo; uvO()C01tO;
oliecnoii
(1 Coe. 15:48), a man "begotten from above" and therefore "begotten of the Spirit" (John 3:3-6).
This gift is heavenly because it had irs origin with God in
heaven, has come down from heaven and mercifully met man's
misery with the blessing of endless life, yet its full enjoyment
must await the coming consummation in heaven. The use of the
genitive is probably partitive. To feast in the fullest sense upon
the marriage supper of the Son ~longs to another order.
Kat ,. toxou; y£,•110iv-ra;; m,guµaTo; ciy[ou, "and have been made
partakers of the Holy Ghost!" The word µhoxo; is not very
common in the New Testament, being found only in Luke 5:7
and in this epistle (1:9; 3:1; 3:14; 12:8). In the Luke passage
it seems to be used substantively for "partner" or "comrade." That
is also its meaning throughout the LXX. Ir is a word of dignity,
and, as Michel (p. 148) poinrs out: "µi'toXO; kann sich im Hb.
nur mir einer besonderen Wiirde, mit einer wichtigen Gabe ver•
binden." "Sharers of the heavenly calling" ( 1 :9), "sharers of
Christ" (3:14), "sharers of the Holy Ghost'' (6:4) -think of the
high privilege involved in such participation! The Christians pie•
rurcd here had not only tasted well of the Gift, the Bread of Life;
they had also been in intimate union with the Giver, the Holy
Ghost. Once again we behold a Christianity that is deep and
thrilling.

is
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Wmcott (p.148) sees here a rather interesting development
writer'sin the
thought. He proposes that "tasting the heavenly
gift" might signify the intimate and individual union of the believer with His Lord. That would be the first aspect of enlightenment. Bur. through the participation of the Spirit, the believer is
also inrroduced into a wider fellowship than that of his personal
faith in Christ. He is placed into the fellowship of the Spirit, the
body of Christ, the church. Cf. 1 Car. 12:12, 13.
Ka11«U.ov yeuoaµivou; -Oeou {,ij~,a. "and have tasted the comforting word of God!" Again one notes the idea of a deeply personal experience as expressed in the verb ysuoµa,. It is sulking
that the verb in this verse is used with the accusative, whereas in
v.4 itemployed
is
with the more usual g nitive. Jn the New
Testament the genitive is the more usual case (Luke 14:24i Luke
9:27; JohnB:52; Acrs23:14; Heb.2:9); however, the accusative
does occur also in John 2:9.
"8Eoii {,ijµa wird bier als einheidicher Bcgriff ( ohne Artikel)
gebraucht. Der Ausdruck das g111e lYorl ( ::iiiD~ ,?-,;:i ) wirkt nicht
nur in dcr LXX ( QijµCl xaA6v) I sondern auch in den Targumin
nach (Str.-B. III 690)." See Michel, p. 148. Bauer (pp.1226f.)
says the word 010 have one of three meanings. It can refer ( 1 ) to
the "machtvolle Schopferworr," the word of God's creative power
(Heb.1:3, 4)i (2) to "alle seine Reden" (Luke 7:l)j (3) to
.\\'Ords of Christian teaching or heavenly understanding" (John
S:47; John6:63; John 12:47f.). It is in this last sense that the
"'Ord seems robe used in the p:issage before us.
The adjective xaMv has a variety of meanings: (1) good or
beautiful with respect to outward appearance ( Luke 21: 5 ) ;
(2) good in the sense of being usable; ( 3) perfect, immaculate.
Bauer (p. 665) proposes the third meaning for Heb. 6: 5. If that
is the case, then the joy of these onetime Christians lay in the
fact that they had found God's Word to be the ultimate in every
respect. It contained no impurities or imperfections. It was total
truth, yet ,nergizell total truth! For God's Word is power and
light and life. God's Word is fire and thunder and a sword
(4:12, 13). God's Word is enacted judgment against men·s sin,
actuamed grace ro rescue men from that sin. God's Word is God's
kingdom coming, God's will being done. Whether described as

to

to
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t}ijµa or Myo~, God's Word is always alive, quick, and powerful,
since it is the very extension of Him who never rests.
As was pointed out, xcv.ov &ou cmµa is the Septuagint ttam1:ition for :iim;:t
a phrase which occurs in Joshua 21:45 and
and 7.cch. 1: 13 to signify the comforting and consoling wonls that
fnll from the lips of the Lord as opposed to those of judgment and
tire. Thus the divine utterance which is xaA6v might be said to
come from the Bridegroom God who speaks "over the heart,"
speaks "comfortably" to the pulsating heart of His trembling Jerusalem, His beloved bride (Is.40:2). The Word that is xalov does
not come from the "consuming fire" God of Sinai's thunderclouded crest. Rather, it comes from the uplifted countenance of
the God who smiles upon us in mercy in the face of Jesus Cluist.
Not fire, but favor- that is the content of this "good " this "com•
forting" Word of God. And notice the prominent position of the
adjective 1«1Mv, immediately at the beginning of the phrase.
Perhaps the writer is thereby attempting to bring out the surpassing sweetness of God's Gospel promises.
People who have "been enlightened, tnsted the heavenly gift,
been made sharers of the Holy Ghost, and tasted the good Word
of God," must, of necessity, also experience "the powers of the
age to come." For anyone who has been reborn "from above,"
anyone who has risen with Christ from the dark sepulcher of this
perishing creation to become a new creature, will experience bolstering forewces of this happy "age to come" even in the distteSSing pains of the age that now is. With the conception of Otrist
the i c,xatov has begun; with the :rcaeoua(a will come its consummation. And here were these apostate Christians, here are we,
living in d1e great "not yet" between these two events. Yet the
facts of Christ's conception, Passion, resurrection, and ascension
are in themselves God's unbreakable pledge of that coming consummation in which the present brief and fading forerasres of the
"age to come" will give way to complete fulfillment. Then this
painful tension between the tragedies we see and experience and
the happiness we hope for will forever be resolved. Now our life
is "hid with Christ in God" ( Col. 3: 3). But it is not completely
hidden. The wrappings of time cannot entirely hide the happiness
to be mealed in us. We an: much like children who have seen

,~,tt,
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our father enter the home with our Ouistmns present tucked carefully under his arm. We arc not quite sure just what it is, but
we know it will thrill us with joy the moment we open it on
Cluistmas mom. And the very anticipation sets our hearts throbhlng with a kind of impatient excitement. We know the gift is
OWS. JCt we must wait till Christmas until the full revelation and
enjoyment. But the joy of Christmas is definitely projected into
rhe pie-Christmas days of waiting and hoping. Even so the "powers
of the age to come" project themselves into the pre-Parousia days

of the Oiristian.

The genitive here is probably subjective, for it is this "future
age,n this "world to come" ( 2: 5) which sends down these powers
into the Cllristian's present problems, pressures, and pains. The
word &wcqi,; occurs four other times in the letter ( 1 :3; 2:4; 7: 16;
11:11),'and in all these instances it seems to be associated with
• power that is derived from the all powerful God. In 2:4 these
powers arc regarded as the Spirit's confirmation of the validity of
the Gospel message. The word atwv occurs quite frequently in the
epistle (1:8; 5:6; 7:17,21,24,28; 6:20; 13:8), and in the majority of cases it seems to point up that which is eternal in contrast
to that which is subject to the change of time and death.
lherc arc some interesting interpretations of the phrase. Goodspem (p.60) believes that these "powers" have reference to the
miracles which were "everywhere represented as attending the
early acceptance of the gospel." The statement by Robinson desena attention: "Here the writer seems to have in mind the
asmrance that the Christian has of a continued life with Christ, of
a power which can annul death. All the other forms of experience
are mnditioned in one way or another by the physical, but the
faith of one who knows Christ and hns felt His saving power has
passed beyond the bonds of this life and is already linked with
the other. In a very real sense, the Beyond is already here for

him.'" 10
To know Christ is to experience Him in an intimate and personal way. It is to be known by Him, to be taken hold of by
Him, 1D be made n "new creature" in His ..new creation." In Baptism the Christian has actually been made a sharer in Christ's
deacb. that is, he has once for all passed from the old aeon gov-
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erned by that triad of terror -devil, death, and sin - and bas been
tmnslared inro the new aeon of that life both revealed and hidden
in the Christ of God. It is Baptism that secs off the teOSion
between the "now" and the "not yet," between "having begun"
and "having arrived," in the life of a Christian. Yee, since he is
in Christ, all that has happened to the Savior has already happened
co him. In Christ he has died, ht1 has been quickened, ht1 has been
to "sit with Christ in heavenly places" {Eph. 2:4-6). Still,
the new creature, although wholly redeemed from evil and recreated to God, is in birth pangs with the entire creation until he
is freed from "the bondage of corruption inro the glorious libmy
of the sons of God" (Rom. 8:21, 22). In this tension the Christian
lives. Yet, to the extent that he is in Christ, he has indeed "tasted
the powers of the age to come," and, as Robinson ( p. 41) points
our, the boundaries of death and time are dissolved in a present
wting of these powers as they "rise up amidst the chaos of the
present."
St. Louis, Mo.
(To be concluded )
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